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Theater: Old Questions on the Congo Raised Again 


Conor Cruise O’Brien 
Depicts 60 Turmoil 


By CLIVE BARNES 

Jt was only 10 years ago 
—or a little more—that it 
seemed that the Congo was 
about to erupt into a major 
war, and the world watched 
fascinated and horrified while 
the United Nations performed 
_its only major police ac- 
tion. Who was right, who 
was wrong? A black nation- 
alist hero, Patrice Lumumba, 
was assassinated by political 
enemies. The Secretary Gen- 
eral of the United Nations, 
Dag Hammarskjold, was later 
killed in an apparently mys- 
terious plane crash, 

Conor Cruise O’Brien has 
written a play about these 
strange Congolese events. He 
‘calls it “Murderous Angels,” 
and it opened Monday night 
at the Playhouse Theater. It is 
a good, controversial political 
play—it excites the mind 
and certainly deserves to be 
seen, It revives many old 
questions, and is written 
with skill and insight. 


e 

The controversial aspect of 
the play comes from _ its 
interpretation of political 
events still warm from the 
oven of action. Mr. O’Brien 
himself represented Ireland 
in the United Nations from 
1956 through 1961. Mr. Ham- 
marskjold sent him to Ka- 
tanga as his Special Repre- 
sentative, he was part of the 
entire U.N. operation and 
witness to what went on 
there. However, I suspect 
that “Murderous Angels’ is 
more fiction than fact and 
none the worse for that. 

History today is as hot as 
a newsreel, and it is sonte- 


The Cast 


MURDEROUS ANGELS, a play by Conor 
Cruis2 O'Brien. Directed by Corder 
Osvicson; setinss by Pcter W 3 
costumes by Frank Thompson; lighting 
by Gilbert Hemsiey Jr; sound score 
by Pia Gilsert; film sequonces de- 
signed by Siafling Johnson, Group Qne 
Procuctions and Jack Coddingten; pro- 
duction sruce manager, Danicl Freycen- 
beroer. Presenied by the Phosnix 
Theater, T. Edward Hambleton, man- 
acine directer, by arrangement wiih 
Eiliot Martin and George Wi. Coors. 
At the Piayhouse, 357 West 4éth Street. 

Barca D'Auee .......... Richard Verture 

Viscount Teraworth . -Neil Filzgerald 

James Benham ... .. Richard Easton 

fac, Ainsworth 


Mer. Calvino... Humbert Allen Astredo 
Daa Hemmarskiold .. Jean-Pierre Aumont 
Diallo Diep ........ Herbert Jefferson Jr. 


William Larsen 
«Les Roberts 
... Lou Gossett 
-Barbara Colby 
OCR s ietond ut Ben Hammer 

hited Slates Ambassador .John Baragrey 
U.N. Strsean 
Yenite Settler... 


A Lumymeta . 
‘avame Rose Rese 
cviet An a 


Congolese Singer 

Corgoiese Woman . cbinson 
Rajat Asdal oo... Gilbert Green 
Hasame Pautine Lumumba ..Ula Walker 
UN. Affengant .......0.. Sharen Laughlin 


. “iDi ». Joseph Mascols 
‘ose Fshombe ..... Leonard Jackson 
Britisy Conca! ............dohn Clarkson 
U.N. soldiors. Congoiese men and women: 


Zoyre 


Tyrcne Browne, Stephen Gott, 
Gerry faurohy, Lynga Westcott, 
Elwoodson Williams, Steshen Zutick 


between what is intended as 
documentary and what is 
meant as poetic fiction. Mr. 
O'Brien's play is about the 
conflict of two men, both 
good, one warm, one cold, 
one in the sun, one in the 
ice, and their natural reaction 
to each other. It also poses 
larger questions, such ag 
whether the sacrifice of in- 
dividual life is justified by 
the wider concerns of inter- 
national peace. 

Frankly, I think Mr. 
O’Brien would have done 
better to have told his story 
of these murderous angels as 
honest fiction and left people 


‘to place what assumptions 


they liked upon it. At the 
moment it might scem Iegit- 
imate to question Mr. 
O'Brien’s command of his- 
tory—and he certainly guess- 
es an awful Jot-—~while this 
is really irrelevant to the 


times difficult to distinguish 


quality or even the subject 
matter of the play. 

Whether Mr.  O’Brien’s 
melodramatic assumptions— 
such as a homosexual Ham- 
marskjold being killed by a 
European capitalist conspir- 
acy or a Lumumba being 
defended by an apparently 
fictictious white wife—are 
justified is of less impor- 
tance than the serious polit- 
ical issues that the play 
raises. There is undoubtedly 
a worthwhile debate here, 
on white and black relations, 
on European colonialism, on 
wider moral issues, such as 
the importance of the indi- 
vidual compared with world 
peace. 
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Ultimately history is more 
a matter of gestures than of 
facts, and whether Mr. 
O’Brien’s facts are right— 
what was Hamlet, Hecuba or 
Henry V to Shakespeare?— 
is of only minor importance. 
You can traduce history but 
still tell a few home truths. 
The interest of Mr, O’Brien's 
is the way in which he has 
taken the Congo conflict and 
explored not only its political 
implications—a still rich and 
corrupt Europe hanging des- 
perately on to the limitless 
resources of a black and 
lordless Africa~—but also the 
personal relationship of two 
men, of giant and disparate 
temperments, who hardly 
knew one another but effec- 
tively destroyed each other. 
This, I suspect, is poor his- 
tory, but it is good theater. 

The play was first staged 
in Los Angeles in February, 
1970, and this is basically the 
same production, directed by 
Gordon Davidson. It has been 
changed a little, tightened 
hero, tautened there, and the 
cast is different, but the eve- 
ning remains the same and 
remains curiously fascinating. . 


‘Murderous Angels’ Is 
Curiously Fascinating 


Mr. O’Brien writes with wit 
and style—quite a few lines 
have a Shavian shaft to them 
-—and it is constant pleasure 
to be entertained by a dra- 
matic intelligence of this 
grace and humor, It is a 
most interesting play, and 
Mr. O’Bricn’s humanity and 
political savvy gives it a very 
special flavor of its own. 
) 


This Phoenix Theater pro- 
duction has its own way 
with it. Mr. Davidson is a 
most accomplished director, 
and here he has concen- 
trated on giving the dacu- 
mentary feel of history. 
Everything is acted’ as if it 
were white-hot, and the act- 
ing style has that special 
newsrecl clip of reality to it. 
At least most of it has. Jean- 
Pierre Aumont, a decently 
tortured soul, was perhaps a 
little too obviously histrionic 
as Hammarskjoid. It was a 
performance that seemed 
more calculated than the 
play surrounding it. 

Lou Gossett played Lu- ; 
mumba with just the right 
sense of urgency and soul, 
and his African accent was 
absolutely right in its pained 
Englishness. I also much ad- 
mired Richard Easton as a 
seedily honest African ex- 
pert, Richard Venture as a 
calculating, calculated capi- 
talist and Herbert Jefferson 
Jr. as a bewildered black de- 
votee of Hammarskjold’s 
idealism. 

But this is a production 
with a sense of corporate 
style ——- that can be seen 
equally in the sparsely elo- 
quent settings by Peter 
Wexler, the sensitive lighting 


| by Gilbert Hemsley Jr. and 


the most expressive sound 


‘collage by Pia Gilbert. This 


is a distinguished and pro- 


- vocative addition to the sea- 


, son. 
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